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Trained in critical media and cultural studies, and having taught undergraduate courses in media 
and communication in the tertiary sector in Australia for over a decade, I have always been interested in 
identifying simple, effective ways of teaching analytical methods and concepts. In this process, I have 
found cultural theorist Richard Johnson’s (1986) notion of the “circuit of culture” useful. His circuit 
features four dimensions — production, texts, readings, and lived cultures — all of which are articulated in 
relation to one another, and are subject to conditions of social relations. 
 
A decade on from Johnson’s schema, a group of cultural studies scholars headed by du Gay and 
Hall (1997) took on board the circuit of culture, refining it further. The new circuit of culture now features 
five processes — representation, identity, production, consumption, and regulation — which any analysis 
of a cultural text or artifact must consider if it is to be adequately studied. These five processes are 
articulated, forming a linkage whose relationship is variable and contingent, rather than determined or 
inevitable. Therefore, a concern with one particular process in this “circuit of culture” requires examining 
all the others in their articulations.  
 
As much as I am appreciative of the simplicity and elegance of this model in cultural studies, 
especially for the purpose of teaching, at the same time (and as a student of the Chinese media, which is 
arguably one of the most dynamic and fastest-changing fields of study around), I have found the model to 
be increasingly inadequate. This is because I see the exceptionally large-scale movement of people, 
capital, technologies, and media images in China as having resulted in an array of reconfigured scales of 
media production, representation, regulation, and consumption, as well as identify formation. And 
furthermore, the changing nature of the Chinese state means that, in addition to these factors, one can 
never comfortably reconcile the relationship between the national interest and various local, provincial 
interests. This thought piece is driven by a desire to “renovate” this circuit of culture by adding a 
scaffolding that is structured around, and informed by, a spatial perspective, all in the hope of nuancing 
each of the five processes, as well as their articulations.  
 
 
A Geographic Turn 
 
Economic reforms over the past three decades have wrought profound social stratification in 
China, so much so that, in order to fully understand its impact and implications, we have no choice but to 
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recognize that inequality, often measured and quantified in economic terms, is, in fact, intrinsically social-
spatial. As a result of this social-spatial stratification, there are now many Chinas within the entity that is 
often referred to as the People’s Republic of China. In the domain of Chinese media studies, there exists 
ample empirical attention to media practices at local and regional levels in China, as well as to the issue of 
central-local dynamics. In her recent book, Communication in China, Zhao (2008) illuminates a number of 
concrete ways in which local and regional media operate in relation to each other, as well as in response 
to central policies. Her account of how local officials in Jiangxi ordered the police to confiscate an official 
publication containing various policies banning illegal fee levies against farmers is a telling example of how 
local media practice is integral to local politics. Similarly, her account of how Guangzhou Daily Group’s 
local political allegiance to the Guangzhou Municipal Party Committee inhibits its expansionist inter-
provincial ambitions as it illustrates the ways in which place and location are crucial factors in the political 
economy of the Chinese media. In terms of local consumption, we have, on the one hand, examples of 
low-end mobile communication technologies playing a crucial role in social networking among migrant 
workers (e.g., Qiu, 2009), and, on the other hand, of ethnic communities in remote villages constructing 
meanings around “the nation” through watching central television (e.g., Guo, 2005). Increasingly, the 
construction of local and provincial identities in myriad media productions (e.g., Lei, 2003; Sun, 2005) 
contributes to the formation of place hierarchy in China. For this reason, the production and consumption 
of place imaginary via media becomes a crucial research direction to pursue in critical studies of Chinese 
media. 
 
Not in spite of, but precisely because of this mounting body of empirical evidence, there is a 
genuine and urgent need to take stock and develop a conceptual framework, as well as a methodological 
focus, which would enable us to “spatialize problems and theories” in Chinese media. I am advocating this 
“break it up” and “tear it apart” approach to the study of Chinese media, not as a purely academic 
exercise in order to sound “new” or “different,” but because, in the study of social, economic, political, and 
spatial arenas, “China” has already been “broken up.” It has already been explored as consisting of many 
regions, provinces, and localities, and as comprising a multiplicity of scales. Just as a “spatial turn” was 
slow in coming to the China studies field (Wang, J., 2005; Cartier, 2005), it has been even slower in 
coming to Chinese media studies. Thus, Chinese media studies may have some catching up to do, 
conceptually and methodologically, if not empirically, vis-à-vis the other disciplines in China studies. I see 
two major reasons for this curious time lag. The first is a structural disaggregation between what is 
traditionally referred to as “area studies” (e.g., China studies, Japan studies, Southeast Asian studies) and 
media studies, one leading to the unfortunate situation of China studies scholars and Chinese media 
studies scholars mostly talking past and/or remaining unaware of each other’s existence. The second is 
the nebulous status of media studies as a discipline and its uncomfortable relationship with other, more 
traditional, established disciplines, such as history, anthropology, and geography.  
 
 
Introducing Scale as an Analytical Concept 
 
In the same way that economists see human activities largely through the lens of the exchange 
of value, and that political/social scientists see through the framework of structure versus agency, 
geographers in recent decades have mostly made sense of social order through the analytic lens of scale. 
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Defined, according to one geographer, as spatial areas for specific kinds of social activity, scales are 
“platforms of absolute space in a wider sea of relational space” (Smith, 2000, p. 725). For decades, 
political and economic geographers have tried to understand social activities through scale, which, in 
ascending order of size, consists of the urban, the regional, the national, and the global, with the global as 
the ultimate scale (Taylor, 1982). This scalar configuration has more recently been amended to 
incorporate the body and the home as the “smallest” places, which has enabled a range of feminist and 
post-colonial concerns to be addressed (Marston & Smith, 2001).  
 
Without wanting to talk at great length about how scale is theorized and debated in the 
geographic literature, suffice it to say that scale gives the impression of embodying “the establishment,” 
or conventional standards, without, in fact, doing so. Social scientists working on China have, by now, 
reached a consensus around an almost taken-for-granted way of imagining and making sense of the 
Chinese space, one which fits into the fixed scales of the world, the nation, the region, the province, the 
municipality, the county, and the village. No doubt, scale informs both policy making and administration at 
the formal level, as well as in the popular imagination of place, as evidenced in colloquial sayings, such as 
da difang (big place) and xiao difang (small place), as well as shang mian (place above) and xia mian 
(place below). Yet China studies scholars, particularly geographers, have made it their core business to 
unsettle this deeply entrenched assumption. Taking their cue from insights in the geographic literature in 
general, and situating their work in the Chinese context, China studies scholars working with scale, place, 
and space (Oakes, 1998, 1999, 2005; Cartier, 2001, 2002, 2005, 2006; Foret, 2000; Oakes & Schein, 
2006; Wang, 2005) argue, first, that scale is arbitrarily deployed and is not a given, natural, and 
unchanging attribute of space; second, that contrary to what many assume, scale is never fixed, but 
instead is subject to change and active maintenance by various forces of power; and third, that new scales 
are always emerging to displace the old. They have also established beyond doubt in this body of work 
that China has one of the world’s oldest and most enduring systems of territorial scale hierarchy (Oakes & 
Schein, 2006), and yet three decades of economic reforms and a market economy have brought about the 
most profound changes and unprecedented challenges to this spatial hierarchy. But what results from 
these changes is not a flattening of hierarchy of scale, nor is it an erasure of locality and place as an 
important point of identification. What has resulted from three decades of internal migration, urbanization, 
and industrialization is the emergence of a new “geography of inequality” on the one hand, and an 
unprecedented level of translocal linkages and connections on the other (Oakes & Schein, 2006). And to 
make grappling with these two related processes even more difficult, the nature and role of the Chinese 
state has undergone profound change, resulting in intense contestation and negotiation between scalar 
relations. And it is in response to this profound and far-reaching social change and transformation in China 
that social scientists — and geographers in particular — have taken to the analytical concept of scale as a 
matter of great urgency and with a renewed sense of appreciation.  
 
China’s media in the socialist era, structured according to a multiplicity of scales — newspapers, 
radio, and television at the national, provincial, municipal, and county levels — both mirrored and were 
metonymic of that hierarchical order. Although studies of the Chinese media in the socialist eras uniformly 
focused on the national level and did not explicitly apply the analytical concept of scale, little nuance was 
lost in that process, since local and provincial media’s submission to forces at the national, central level 
was, indeed, almost always taken for granted. But such a picture of uniformity and total top-down 
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centralization no longer fits, and the Chinese media landscape is now marked by scalar contestation, 
conflicts, and contradictions. Although media studies scholars have kept themselves busy documenting 
these changes, a closer relationship with other disciplines in China studies, and, as I argue in my specific 
case, with geography, would be greatly beneficial. Using the circuit of culture outlined above as a heuristic 
device, we may find that a spatial problematic will enable us to analyze how: 1) scale is contested and 
redefined in each of the processes that comprise the circuit; 2) scale-jumping is responsible for, as well as 
the outcome of, some possible disjunctures among various processes; and 3) the politics of scale affects 
the articulation of these key processes in the media and communication sector. 
 
Further, I suggest that scaling our analysis of communication practices and technologies, as well 
as that of media formats, content, and practices, will in turn enrich and nuance the geographic 
understanding of scale. In other words, if fruitfully engaged, a spatial problematic may enable us to go 
below the national level and pursue the research of Chinese media within the context of two related social 
processes: a growing social-spatial stratification within China on the one hand, and the formation of 
widespread but uneven translocal linkages on the other. Additionally, it may help us gain a clearer 
appreciation of how communication technologies and media practices either assist or inhibit the activity of 
scale-fixing or scale-jumping, activities that are engaged in by various players: the state, capital, 
individuals, and of course, media institutions.  
 
 
New Directions in Future Research 
 
China’s socialist modernity project aimed to eradicate three basic inequalities (san da cha bie): 
between the rural and the urban, between workers and peasants, and between manual labor and 
intellectual labor. Each of these inequalities has a spatial dimension, and each is linked to the state’s 
hukou (household registration) system. Since its implementation in the late 1950s, the hukou system has 
effectively differentiated the entire population along urban–rural lines, with up to 70% of the entire 
population having rural hukou. While recent reforms in the system have made it possible for those with 
rural hukou to work in the city, the discriminatory nature of the system remains, since rural migrants to 
the city are still mostly not entitled to urban privileges, including employment (especially employment in 
the public service sector), public education, public health coverage, subsidized housing, and a wide range 
of other state-provided benefits (Wang Fei-ling, 2005; Solinger, 1999; Jacka, 2006; Zhang, 2001, 2002; 
Chan & Buckingham, 2008). The state’s long-standing enforcement of the hukou system, fixing people to 
a place of a particular scale, and its recent policy of relaxing the system just enough to allow capital to 
exploit the cheap labor of rural migrants, is the most powerful illustration of the state’s ongoing capacity 
to manipulate the degree of rigidity of scale. This also points to the collusion of interests between the 
party-state and capital in scale management. 
Three decades of economic reforms have not eradicated these inequalities. Instead, they have 
given rise to even more dramatic disparities between north and south, east and west, coast and inland, 
and finally, but most importantly, rural and urban. The stratification is both spatial and informational, with 
people living in remote, mountainous, rural, and ethnic minority-dominated areas bearing the brunt of 
China’s uneven and unequal development of media and communication. Zhao’s (2008) study finds that 
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the imperatives of commercialization have, in the past two decades, led to a progressively higher 
proportion of television program content and perspectives catering to urban audiences — relative to the 
actual urban–rural population ratio — with rural topics and themes now taking up only a small percentage 
of the total media output, both on central and provincial television. For example, the least-developed 
region in China, western China, was originally intended to be the focus of coverage for CCTV 12, a newly 
launched channel from China Central Television. However, despite the center’s much-touted policy of 
“opening up the west,” this plan was thrown out in favor of a more profitable law channel when CCTV’s 
ratings-based policy of resource allocation was allowed to prevail (Zhao, 2008). 
 
Since, as mentioned earlier, that scale is subject to renegotiation, we would do well to take future 
research in a number of new directions. First, we may want to explore how various forces — notably, in 
this context, the state, capital, individuals, and media institutions — engage in the business of fixing or 
maintaining existing scales on the one hand, and mount initiatives to contest scales, thereby “jumping 
scale,” on the other.  
 
Second, it may be worthwhile to delve into the provincial level of media operations, as this will 
afford us the opportunity to appreciate the “mysterious” ways in which capital operates to push scale 
upward. Third, more than capital or the nation-state, the capacity of mass media content to transcend 
scale is intrinsic and taken for granted. However, although everyone, including the state, capital, and 
migrant workers, resorts to the use of communication technologies, the capacity and means by which 
scale can be transcended is differentiated along the lines of political allegiance and economic power. To re-
embed Chinese media studies in the social terrain, as Zhao (2009) urges us to do, and to avoid the pitfalls 











The author, Wanning Sun, is Professor of Chinese Media and Cultural Studies at the China Research 
Centre, University of Technology, Sydney (UTS). Prior to UTS, she was with the School of Media, 
Communication and Creative Arts (from 2000 to 2008) at Curtin University, Western Australia. Wanning 
was Visiting Professor at the Asian and Asian-American Studies Program at State University of New York 
from 2005 to 2006. Wanning researches and supervises research students in a number of areas, including 
Chinese media and cultural studies, gender, migration, and social change in contemporary China, and 
diasporic Chinese media. She is a member of the editorial board for Media International Australia, and a 
member of the executive advisory board of Asian Journal of Communication. 
 




Cartier, C. (2001). Globalizing South China. Oxford: Blackwell. 
 
Cartier, C. (2002). Origin and evolution of a geographical idea: The macroregion in China. Modern China 
28(1), 79–143. 
 
Cartier, C. (2005). Regional formations and transnational urbanism in south China. In J. Wang (Ed.), 
Locating China: Space, place and popular culture. London: Routledge. 
 
Cartier, C. (2006) Symbolic city/regions and gendered identity formation in South China. In Tim Oakes 
and Louisa Schein (eds.), Translocal China: Linkages, identities, and the reimagining of space, 
pp. 139–154 (London: Routledge). 
 
Chan, K. W., & Buckingham, W. (2008). Is China abolishing the Hukou system? China Quarterly, 
195, 582–606. 
 
du Gay, P., Hall, S., Janes, L., Mackay, H., & Negus, K. (1997). Doing cultural studies: The story 
of the Sony Walkman. London: Sage Publications. 
 
Foret, P. (2000). Mapping Chengdu: The Qing landscape enterprise. Honolulu, HI: The University of Hawaii 
Press. 
 
Guo, J. (2005). Duxiang dianshi: xiandai chuanmei yu shaoshu minz xiangcun richang shenghuo 
[Dulong television: Modern communication and the everyday life of an ethnic community]. 
Jinan, Shandong: Shandong People’s Press. 
 
Jacka, T. (2006). Rural women in urban China: Gender, migration, and social change. Armonk, NY: M. E. 
Sharpe. 
 
Johnson, R. (1986). The story so far: And for the transformations. In D. Punter (Ed.), 
Introduction to Contemporary Cultural Studies, 99 (pp. 277–313). London: Longman. 
 
Lei, G. (2003). Rural taste, urban fashions: The cultural politics of rural/urban difference in contemporary 
China. Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique, 11(3), 613–646. 
 
Marston, S., & Smith, N. (2001). States, scales and households: Limits to scale thinking? A response to 
Brenner. Progress in Human Geography, 25(4), 615–619. 
 
Oakes, T. (1998). Tourism and modernity in China. London: Routledge. 
 
International Journal of Communication 4 (2010)  Scaling Chinese Media: A Geographic Turn  543 
Oakes, T. (1999). Selling Guizhou: Cultural development in an era of marketization. In H. 
Hendrischke & F. Chongyi (Eds.), The political economy of China’s provinces. London: 
Routledge. 
 
Oakes, T.  (2005). Land of living fossils: Scaling cultural prestige in China’s periphery. In J. Wang 
(Ed.), Locating China: Space, place and popular culture. London: Routledge. 
 
Oakes, T., & Schein, L. (2006). Introduction. In T. Oakes & L. Schein (Eds.), Translocal China: 
Linkages, identities, and the reimagining of space. London: Routledge. 
 
Qiu, J. L. (2009). Working-class network society: Communication technology and the information 
have-less in urban China. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Smith, N. (2000). Scale. In R. J. Johnston, D. Gregory, G. Pratt, & M. Watts (Eds.), The dictionary of 
human geography (4th ed., pp. 724–727). Oxford: Blackwell. 
 
Solinger, D. J. (1999). Contesting citizenship in urban China: Peasant migrants, the state, and the logic of 
the market. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
 
Sun, W. (2005). Anhui baomu in Shanghai: Gender, class, and a sense of place. In J. Wang (Ed.), 
Locating China: Space, place, and popular culture (pp. 171–189). Oxford: Routledge. 
 
Taylor, P. (1982). A materialist framework for political geography. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers, NS 7, 15–34. 
 
Wang, F.-L. (2005). Organizing through division and exclusion: China’s hukou system. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 
 
Wang, J. (2005). Introduction. In J. Wang (Ed.), Locating China: Space, place and popular 
culture. London: Routledge. 
 
Zhang, L. (2001). Contesting crime, order, and migrant spaces in Beijing. In N. N. Chen, C. D. Clark, S. Z. 
Gottschang, & J. Lyn (Eds.), China urban: Ethnographies of contemporary culture (pp. 201–224). 
Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
 
Zhang, L. (2002). Spatiality and urban citizenship in late socialist China. Public Culture, 14(2), 311–334. 
 
Zhao, Y. (2008). Communication in China. Lanham, UK: Rowman & Littlefield. 
 
Zhao, Y. (2009). Rethinking Chinese media studies. In D. Thussu & D. Kishan (Eds.), 
Internationalizing media studies. London: Routledge.  
